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Film and Director’s 
Documentary Mode
Ma shenyi and his family is only one of cases of 10500 AIDS patients in China in 20092. According 
to International HIV & AIDS charity’s research in 2007, around 13,000 people died from AIDS in 
China3. AIDS infection can be the result of injecting drugs, sex between carriers, blood donations 
and transfusions. Since there is high demand for blood products in China, many illegal donation 
sites were set up across China. They offered around 50 Yuan for plasma and 200 Yuan for blood. 
Therefore, many rural framers and rural migrant workers sold their blood as their average salary per 
year is less than 500 Yuan. “We all sold our blood to make money. We sold blood to pay the local 
taxes, to support our kids through school and to make a living”, women from Henan Province said. 
The camera focuses on the first 
Aids village in Mainland China. For 
Ma Shen-yi and his family, life has taken 
an unexpected turn. There are five 
members of Ma’s family; four of them have 
been infected with HIV and can expect to 
die. This documentary follows the family, 
with its four of five sick members, to 
explore how Ma’s family faces 
death.
Chen Weijun used Solar 
terms─terms linked to the 12 
major solar terms and 12 minor 
solar terms that together make up the 
traditional Chinese lunisolar calendar. In 
the film, Chen Weijun made use of eight 
major solar terms: summer solstice, great heat, 
mid-autumn, autumnal equinox, frost, start of 
winter, winter solstice and start of spring. His 
reason for using those eight major solar terms is 
that they echo different stages of Leimei’s 
life. For example, the solar term, frost, 
echoes the time when Leimei died. 
According to traditional Chinese 
understanding, frost is the 
period when every herb dies.
"Chen is one of China's few 
independent documentary 
filmmakers...Unsurprisingly it is the kind 
of film that makes the Chinese authorities 
squirm" (Time Magazine) 
British Documentary Award 2004
Int'l Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam 2004
Sundance Film Festival 2003
The George Foster Peabody Awards 2004
 
Hong Kong Asian Film Festival2006 
The 8th Hong Kong Social Movement Film 
Festival
1) Wenlou Village in 
Shangcai County of Henan 
Province has a serious AIDS 
problem. Has the Chinese govern-
ment given it sufficient attention?
2) Has the government provided enough AIDS 
treatment measures for Wenlou Village?
3) Has the government promoted sufficient 
AIDS education and awareness?
4) If the government failed to take 
appropriate measures, should it 
be held responsible for the 
crisis in Wenlou Village?
To Live Is Better Than To Die 
was released in 2003. The 
duration is 86 minutes. 
The Director is Chen Weijun who 
is a Chinese documentary 
director and producer. He is 
graduating from the journalism 
program at Sichuan University in 
1992 and his famous films 
include My Life Is My Philosophy, 
Please Vote For Me and The 
Biggest Chinese Restaurant In 
The World. 
The film draws mostly on the 
observational documentary mode, 
but with elements of the participatory 
documentary. The observational 
mode emerged in the 1960s as a 
result of technological innovation. 
The observational mode involves the 
filmmaker simply observing events, 
and is also associated with the 
fly-on-the-wall style.1 This mode rules 
out commentary, narration, staging 
and re-enactment. Viewers are as a 
result left to make sense of the 
issues themselves. The film does on 
occasion involve a participatory 
mode, for the filmmaker does interact 
with Ma’s family through interviews, 
and, having spent a lot of time with 
the family, the filmmaker is very 
attached to the family. The director 
interviews Ma Ningning about Aids. 
To Live Is Better Than To Die
AIDS In China
1 Nichols B., 2001, Introduction to Documentary, Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
2 UNGASS, 2010, 'China 2010 UNGASS Country Progress Report (2008-2009)', Joint United Nation Programme On HIV/AIDS.
3 UNAIDS, 2008, 'Report on the global AIDS epidemic', Joint United Nation Programme On HIV/AIDS.
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